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INTRODUCTION 
Social interactions are notoriously homophilous 
(McPherson et al. 2001). Many researchers have 
studied homophily across a range of relationship 
types (e.g., Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954, Fischer 
1982, Marsden 1988, Ruef et al. 2003, Goodreau 
et al. 2009) and varoius empirical contexts (e.g., 
South et al. 1982, Shrum et al. 1988, Reagans 
2005, Marmaros and Sacerdote 2006, Kossinets 
and Watts 2009), research has shown that people 
will communicate frequently and effectively 
(Reagans 2011) with others who have similar 
demographically to themselves. It is easier to 
have high and strong potential social interactions 
with people who are nearby rather than those 
who are distant. Miller McPherson and Lynn 
Smith-Lovin (1987) point to two kinds of 
explanation for the existence of homophily in 
social relation. The theory of choice homophily 
shown that individual will tend to interact and 
establish links with similar others. Induced 
homophily, theory is when people are 
surrounded disproportionately  
 
by others who like themselves (McPherson and 
Smith-Lovin 1987). 
 
Potential social interaction in the workplace are 
contained by a specific space and occur at a 
certain time. Beyond these aspects, other factors 
also shape encounters, including homophily or 
the tendency for individuals to associate with 
similar others, spatial proximity, and 
organizational structure. Prior research on 
organization theory has demonstrated that 
people have many potential social interactions, 
but only a few of them will turn to actual 
interaction among in workplaces. However, 
potential social interaction has not received 
much attention as an important process in 
workplaces. There are two significance 
theoretical gaps of homophily in organization 
context. First, although we know homophily 
occur when individual are more likely to interact 
with others who have similar to themselves 
across various types of characteristics and also 
from demographic makeup of organization 
interaction occur in an organization context, 
with its job task requirement is not well 
understood (Reagans 2011). Second, researchers 
have investigated the effect of gender 
homogeneity on the outcomes of team work 
(Stvilia et al., 2011). Gender homophily leads to 
an increased high rate of social interaction 
(Ibarra, 1992) and we know little about how 
Social Interactions in the Workplace: Homophily and Structure 
in a Formal Organization 
 
Nor Aqilah Maseli 
School of Multimedia Technology & Communication, Universiti Utara Malaysia 
 
Hassan Abu Bakar 




ABSTRACT:  Social interactions are crucial at both an organizational and individual level such as 
collaboration. Homophily among employee arises from both individual preferences and selective 
opportunities for interaction in workplace. The purpose of this article is to outline how social interaction 
occur in a formal organizational structure with its job task requirement because we believed that 
individual will choose their interaction partners within business units, job function and offices.  This 
leads us to expect to find a higher proportion of homophilous interactions within these organizational 
structures than across their boundaries. 
KEYWORDS: workplace interaction, homophily, organizational structure, spatial distance 
PROCEEDINGS SMMTC POSTGRADUATE SYMPOSIUM 2018 
 
SMMTC POSTGRADUATE SYMPOSIUM 2018 |311 
 
interaction pattern differ between men and 
women in organizations.  
 
In this study, we believed that potential of social 
interaction are significance influenced by a 
formal organizational structure and by its spatial 
distance because people are more likely to 
associate with others who are assigned in the 
same office building, job function or same 
business unit. Furthermore, we expand this 
theory in two ways. First, we argue that larger 
organizational structures have high rate of 
freedom or individual to choose their interaction 
partners because it impose fewer constraints on 
who communicate with whom which results in a 
higher level of choice homophily. Therefore, we 
expect that the results of social interaction occur 
large magnitude in large groups than in small 
groups. Second, we argue that the role of 
geography is differs theoretically from the 
organizational structure: whereas organizational 
structure is the framework of the relation of jobs, 
systems, operating process, people and group 
making efforts to achieve the goals and create 
convenience samples of local interaction 
partners. Therefore, we argue that social 
interaction and preference for homophily are 
much more likely occur within-office than other 
interaction within companies.  
HOMOPHILY IN ORGANIZATIONAL 
SETTINGS 
Previous study has shown that individual tend to 
associate more often with others who are similar 
to themselves because similarity or homophily is 
a core principle of social interaction. Why is this 
so? One possibility is that they often share 
interests or possess comparable backgrounds, 
similar people often sort (or are sorted) into 
similar situations. As a result, they find 
themselves in places, groups, or positions, such 
as jobs (Bielby and Baron 1986, Kaufman 
2010), college courses (Kossinets and Watts 
2009), neighborhoods (Laumann 1966), or 
voluntary organizations (McPherson and Smith-
Lovin 1987), that are disproportionately 
populated with others like themselves. 
The individual and groups behavior is shaped by 
the interconnected patterns of relationships they 
are embedded in (Ferris et al., 2009). There is 
evidence from prior research that choice 
homophily in friendship networks among 
children (Shrum et al. 1988), college students 
(Marmaros and Sacerdote 2006, Lewis et al. 
2008), and adults (Lazarsfeld and Merton 1954); 
confiding networks among adults (Marsden 
1988); social support networks in the 
government (South et al. 1982); interaction 
networks among coreligionists (Fischer 1982); 
and co-founding networks among entrepreneurs 
(Ruef et al. 2003), to cite a few among myriad 
examples (cf. Ingram and Morris 2007).  
Even though people choose their interaction 
partners without regard to membership in social 
categories, but we still need to observe social 
interaction rates with individual that have 
similar demographic characteristics across time, 
space, social positions, and social roles. When 
interests are relatively homogeneous within 
groups and serve to focus social relations, they 
produce structurally induced homophily (Feld 
1981, McPherson and Smith-Lovin 1987). Much 
of the relevant literature from previous study has 
examined homophily in society, rather than 
homophily within business organizations. For 
example, Bossard’s (1932) classic study 
examined the propinquity effect on spouse 
selection in Philadelphia. More recently, Aral et 
al. (2009) examined the role of homophily in 
driving co-adoption of technology services by 
friends, and a recent spate of studies has 
examined homophily in educational settings 
(Marmaros and Sacerdote 2006, Lewis et al. 
2008, Goodreau et al. 2009, Kossinets and Watts 
2009). This literature provides insight into the 
mechanisms and consequences of homophilous 
interaction, but findings may not generalize to 
business organizations, where the existence of 
elaborate task and authority structures often 
prescribe patterns of interaction. 
THE MECHANISMS OF HOMOPHILY 
IN ORGANIZATIONAL SETTINGS 
 
For individual preference to be an important 
source of homophily in social interaction 
relationships within organizations, they must 
have latitude to choose others as their interaction 
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partners. To what extent do they have this in 
present-day organizations? And, in what 
dimensions of organizational structure that 
individuals are most likely to have the larger 
discretion to choose their partners? Structure in a 
formal organization is designed to perform a set 
of tasks, and therefore the structure itself lead a 
great deal of interaction. We rely on several, 
classic lines of organization theory to describe in 
what under conditions that individuals are more 
likely to be free to choose with whom to 
interact. 
BUSINESS UNIT 
In this view, individuals whose task 
requirements necessitate reciprocal 
interdependence are organizationally co-located 
within a task-oriented business unit, which 
minimizes the costs of coordination within the 
organization (Thompson 1967, Galbraith 1973). 
Therefore, the business units of a multidivisional 
firm are designed to be largely autonomous of 
one another, with interactions concentrated 
within, rather than between, them (Galbraith 
1973, Williamson 1975). When actors 
communicate across business units, we predict 
that social interaction are likely to be episodic 
and driven by a narrow, non-recurrent set of task 
requirements. This suggests that individuals will 
be less likely to know a broad set of colleagues 
with the authority, responsibility, or expertise 
for the task at hand. Because these cross-unit 
interactions are more likely to be narrowly 
prescribed by the formal task responsibility, and 
because knowledge of the set of potential 
collaborators is limited, individuals often will 
communicate with a specific alter, rather than 
choose someone from among a set of possible, 
redundant exchange partners. Given that their 
choice set may be limited to those relatively few 
people whom they happen to know, they have 
less discretion in choosing their interaction 
partners in cross-unit communications. We 
therefore expect to observe less choice 
homophily across business unit boundaries than 
will occur within them. We hypothesize the 
following. 
Hypothesis 1. The rate of homophilous 
interaction will be higher for dyads in which 
members are employed in the same business unit 
than for dyads in which members work in two 
different business units. 
 
FUNCTIONAL UNIT 
The first objective of the organization of work 
into job functions is to provide a locus for 
interaction across business unit boundaries. 
Many organizations promote cross-business-
unit, within function sharing of best practices 
(Galbraith 1994). A second purpose of job 
functions is to create further specialization 
within each business unit, narrowing the range 
of tasks performed by each person and co-
locating the most reciprocally interdependent 
tasks within a smaller partition of a larger 
business unit. In the process, job functions also 
sharpen the set of relevant interaction partners 
for each person. Thus, like business units, job 
functions prioritize interactions within their 
boundaries, relative to cross-functional 
interactions. 
In a typical organization, it would be reasonable 
to expect a higher level of cross-function-unit 
than cross-business unit interaction. 
Nevertheless, we believe that most cross-
functional interactions remain formalized, with 
interfaces that are prescribed by the design of 
the organization (Galbraith 1973). Thus, despite 
a greater level of theoretical interdependence 
between job functions, we still expect that, as in 
business units, job functions will serve to focus 
interactions within their boundaries. Therefore, 
as with business units, we expect that 
individuals will have greater discretion to select 
homophilous communication partners in their 
within-function, relative to their across-function, 
communications. 
Hypothesis 2. The rate of homophilous 
interaction will be higher for dyads in which 
members are employed in the same job function 
than for dyads in which members work in two 
different job functions. 
GEOGRAPHIC UNITS 
Previous study have found that ties are much 
more likely when two individuals live or work 
near one another (e.g., Zipf 1949, Festinger et al. 
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1950, Blau and Schwartz 1984, Kono et al. 
1998, Sorenson and Stuart 2001).  This is true of 
geographic space, of functional spaces within 
physical structures, and of microspaces within 
buildings (Marmaros and Sacerdote 2006, Liu 
2010). In fact, despite rampant speculation that 
the proliferation of electronic communication 
will herald “the death of distance” (Cairncross 
2001), the evidence on the issue contradicts the 
view that modern communication technologies 
have dramatically reduced the impact of 
geographic proximity on the likelihood of 
interaction (Marmaros and Sacerdote 2006, Mok 
et al. 2010). In formal organizational contexts, 
geographic colocation is a residual category of 
social organization. It may coincide with 
business unit and functional memberships, as 
organizations often choose to geographically 
group individuals who share common structural 
units. After accounting for affiliations to 
particular organizational units, however, 
colocation captures the ease of interaction. Net 
of common organizational affiliations, we 
expect that collocated individuals will have a 
high degree of discretion in selecting interaction 
partners. 
Hypothesis 3. The rate of homophilous 
interaction will be higher for dyads in which 
members are employed in the same office 
location than for dyads in which members are 
employed in two different offices. 
 
OFFICE BOUNDARIES 
Indeed, there is reason to expect that the greatest 
levels of homophily will occur within office 
boundaries. This is because of the nature of 
within-office ties: relative to other interactions 
that occur within organizations. Why? Coffee 
and lunch breaks, casual banter, office and 
company gossip, and so forth all are forms of 
interaction that are greatly facilitated by physical 
proximity. Communications that are purely 
social in nature are indications of what Allen 
(1977) calls neutral social interactions: even if 
these interactions are not themselves generating 
productive output for the company, they indicate 
to the analyst and reaffirm to the individuals 
themselves an existing interpersonal relationship 
that makes each person a potential candidate to 
help the other person meet her discretionary 
informational needs (Kleinbaum 2012). 
Although the myriad incidental interactions that 
occur within offices begin as social ties, 
ultimately many of these connections become 
components of the productive effort of the 
enterprise. Regardless of where they fall on the 
continuum between social and work 
communications, we suspect that, as a 
proportion of total communications, interactions 
of a social nature are more prevalent within 
geographic office spaces than across them. In 
establishing informal interactions of this nature, 
individuals are relatively unconstrained by the 
organization’s formal task structure relative to 
when their interactions are strictly task based. 
This leads us to postulate the following. 
Hypothesis 4. The rate of homophilous 
interaction for dyads in the same office will 
exceed the comparable rates for homophilous 
dyads in the same business unit or job function. 
 
THEREOTICAL EXTENSION: GROUP 
SIZE 
In Hypotheses 1–4, we identified four 
organizational boundaries and argued that 
individuals will have greater discretion in the 
choice of partners when they are interacting 
within boundaries relative to when they are 
communicating across them. We extend this 
argument by positing that within each of these 
organizational units, the level of discretion in the 
choice of communication partners will be 
greater in large groups than in small groups. In 
each case, our argument is that, to a large extent, 
the formal and quasi-formal structures in large 
organizations determine the boundaries of 
individuals’ social spheres: within these 
structures, people have many, often redundant, 
contacts; across them, interaction is less 
prevalent and less open to discretionary choice. 
If this line of reasoning is correct, we would 
further anticipate that one’s ability to select into 
homophilous exchanges will be strongest within 
larger organizational units, for the simple reason 
that there is a greater availability of potential 
contacts from whom to select. Consequently, our 
theory suggests that the homophilous 
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communication premium that we hypothesize to 
exist within business units, job functions, and 
offices should be more pronounced within large 
organizational units relative to small ones.2 
Hypothesis 5. The effect of homophily on the 
rate of interaction will be greater in magnitude 
in large business units, job functions, and offices 
than in small business units, job functions, and 
offices. 
CONCLUSION 
According to the organizational literature, it is 
evident that that interaction patterns are strongly 
influenced by a firm’s organizational structure 
and by its geography: unsurprisingly, people are 
far more likely to interact if they are assigned to 
the same business unit, job function, or office 
building, as well as if they share overlapping 
affiliations in work groups. However, much of 
the relevant literature has examined homophily 
in society, rather than within business 
organizations and more work is needed with 
respect to establishing causality in the link 
between physical space, networks, homophilous 
factors, structure and other organizational 
factors, and encounters and collaborative 
behaviors at the workplace. 
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